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Abstract

The quality of public education can be significantly enhanced through proactive recruitment, flexible, and timely certification, and transition support for the second career professional.  Following my personal path and decision making process from first career retirement to full math and science certification I intend to enlighten policy makers and traditionalist educators on how to maximize recruitment and positive outcomes from that pool of  literate, mature, motivated, and socially conscious professionals that enter the second career search every year.  Three factors affect education’s ability to recruit and certify second career professionals in the field of education: 
· Local administrators 
· Active recruitment and transition support 

· Flexible, timely, professional Alternative Certification Programs
Second career professionals are significantly different from the 18-year-old student entering a school of education and even the 22-year-old recent graduate.  The second career professional the education system is looking for will bring a full set of life, management, and organizational skills.  These skills, along with significant differences in motivation, maturity, standards, and responsibilities, require a significantly different certification regimen than that of the young college student.  
INTRODUCTION


Public education needs me.  My Principle needs me.  Most importantly, my students need me.  Who am I you ask?  I am an Engineer, an Accountant, a Chemist, a Naval Officer.  I am the second career professional who through the miracle of aging has gained some insight into the inner workings of society through nearly half a lifetime’s worth of experience.  I am ready, through some mechanism, (retirement, career change, a passion), to share my earned expertise serving the greater society through the education of our youth.  Granted, aging was merely a by-product of biology and the true worth I represent to a school system was garnered through a rigorous university degree, or degrees, twenty plus years of professional service, and the life skills of friend, team, and family building.  I am not certain whether raising teenagers could ever be considered a skill, assuming a skill can at some point be mastered, but the coping tools gained through the experience are invaluable to teachers of teenagers.  In order to be a true asset to a school district I must also possess qualities of high literacy, flexibility, patience, and compassion.  In addition, I must consider myself a lifelong learner who is confident enough to explore and implement innovative, as well as time-tested methods of instruction.  As a fresh set of informed eyes peering into the inner workings of any process, I will not hesitate to turn over rocks and expose the muck underneath.  I am open to new ideas and not afraid to implement them because I am outcome oriented.  I am an optimist who believes every student has a right to succeed and that every student, regardless of their environment has a desire to reach their full potential.  I have made an informed career decision, infinitely more informed than that of an 18 year old entering a college of education.


Before you get the impression that I believe I am all that public education needs let me clarify.  Wisdom gained outside the field of education is an invaluable addition to any classroom; however, I believe every endeavor requires a constant infusion of youthful exuberance, stamina, and open minds in order to remain healthy and progressive.  In no way do I believe in, or promote, minimizing the current system of traditional educator production in our universities.  


The debate over teacher certification is well documented. [1][2][3]  I represent a success story to one side and a detriment to the system on the other side.  Based on my personal experience and a review of the outcomes of alternative certification programs across the country [2][3], I believe it is safe to assume that the tide has shifted in favor of continuing and expanding alternative certification programs.  Whether this trend is due to a true belief that I am good for the system, or in fact, just a by-product of states needing to meet the physical requirements of getting teachers in classrooms is still debatable.  My hope is to convince policy makers and traditionalist educators that a viable pool of highly educated, highly motivated, socially conscious professionals are out there ripe for recruitment into the youth development programs we call public education.  In addition, I hope to enlighten policy makers as to the decision-making process a second career professional went through as I sought further employment.  As a second career professional, I was not interested in vast sums of money or the challenge of climbing the corporate ladder...again.  I sought rewarding and fulfilling roles of service within my community and a chance to return to society some of the great opportunities I had through my education and years of fruitful military employment.

MY STORY


I personally represent the worst of all scenarios to the Alternative Certification Program (ACP) naysayer. [1]  I was a Naval Officer on Friday and a classroom teacher the next Monday.  How, you ask, could I possibly have been prepared to enter a high school classroom with no traditional formal training?  I believe the answer lies in two critical areas.  The first was my personal effort to be as prepared as possible for my future career during my off-duty time.  I believe I accomplished this without detriment to either profession.  Apparently, so did the other critical component, the administrators, and faculty leadership of the high school that hired me in the spring of 2004.  


My story actually begins about one year earlier in the spring of 2003.  I attended a Navy sponsored retirement seminar where I weighed the pro’s and con’s of continuing my naval career or seeking other employment.  It was not a difficult decision; my next posting would take me overseas with significant family separation.  After 22 years and considerable time apart, my family and I collectively decided I should look for a new vocation.  At that juncture in my life, I only knew what I did not want to pursue as a second career.  I believe the following list might be informative:


NEGATIVE CAREER FACTORS (Prospective vocations)

· Family separation (Airlines, Navy)

· Moving (Private Sector Corporate, Public Sector Consulting)

· More of the same (Government Service)

· Expertise / Financial (Business owner, Entrepreneur)

· Lack of fulfillment (Financial service industry, retail, sales)

· Financial (Beach bum, pool boy)

Armed with a good idea of want I did not want to do, I set out to discover what it was that I did want out of the second half of my life.  At 43 years of age with one child in college, one in high school, two house and four car payments, I had little time to make up my mind before life would start to get overly demanding financially.  Through the summer of 2003, I did three things.  I created a sole owner business in name only, costing me nine dollars to file with the city, I opened a checking account to keep my business and personal financial affairs separate, and finally, I did what I should have done back in the spring, I created a list of what I found positive about employment and life in general.  Below is that list.


POSITIVE CAREER FACTORS 

(Profound personal priorities/beliefs/attributes)

· Time (With family, youth/service groups, my dogs, my garden, a good book)

· Youth (You are as young as the people you work with, coaching)

· Knowledge (Life long learner, inquisitive, always a student)

· Instructor (Good at it, rewarding)

· Mentor (Wisdom/Knowledge to share, rewarding)

· Community (Local, sense of belonging)

· Service (A desire to give back, improve the world around you)

· Technology (Personal computers, MP3’s, World Wide Web…amazing)

· History (I loved everything about my years in education, family of educators)

I did not have to mull over the list long before high school teacher flashed across the page.  Excitedly, I pulled out a pamphlet from my retirement seminar entitled, “Troops To Teachers, a Defense Activity for Non-Tradition Education Support (DANTES) program”.  Thus began my search for a path to teacher certification in the state of Texas.  Research on the Troops to Teachers website and personal contact with the State of Texas Troops to Teachers Office provided me the following options within the local area: 

CERTIFICATION OPTIONS (SOUTH TEXAS 2003) [4]
· Traditional education curriculum at local universities

· Texas A&M Corpus Christi ACP

· Education Service Center (ESC) ACP

· Texas A&M University Kingsville ACP

· Western Governors University (Online)

· ITEACHTEXAS.COM (Online) 
As I explored the aspects of the local university and ESC programs, the stark reality of finances struck home.  In all but one case, I would be without an income-producing job anywhere from six months to two years.  I was staring directly at a $60,000 dollar a year shortfall from my family’s current standard of living.  My wife was already working fulltime and the kids were in no position to help.  My retirement date was set to be June 1, 2004, twenty-two years after my graduation from the United States Naval Academy.  I had ten months to come up with a plan.  Fortunately, as I investigated the certification options listed, one, (ITEACHTEXAS.COM) would allow me to start work immediately upon retiring through an online curriculum that I could begin immediately upon payment and administrative review of criminal and academic history.  By October of 2003, I had enrolled and proceeded to complete nearly half the instructional modules by Christmas 2003.  Coincidently, a teaching job at the local high school I had my eye on was advertised over the holidays.  Wearing one of those lucky grins, I marched up to the steps of the school and proceeded to the principle’s office to ask for a job.  We have now arrived at the one critical point in the process where the leadership of education can significantly enhance public education or cause it great harm, the interview/screening process.  Through a month long series of interviews, and personality/vocational surveys that began with the District Human Resources Office and ended in the High School Conference room with the Principle and the Heads of the Math and Science Departments, I was thoroughly grilled as to my motivation, my preparation, and my ability to teach in their school.  Through the month of January 2004, I committed myself to two weeks of intensive night time study in preparation for the State of Texas Physical Sciences Exam and received a passing score in February.  The ITEACHTEXAS program provides little support in course content mastery. [6]  You are required to know your subject matter material based on your college transcripts and whatever personal preparation you require for the subject matter test.  On March 1, 2004, I began two-weeks of half-day leave from my Navy job and spent every afternoon observing math and science classes under the guidance of the Head of the Math Department.  I completed the ITEACHTEXAS education module coursework by mid March, and began teaching my first class under a probationary certification March 15, 2004, while on “terminal leave” from the Naval Service.  The school district had specific plans for the position for which I was hired.  Teach remedial Algebra 1 to the entire group of academic freshman who had failed the first semester and prepare them for the state mandated standardized math test in April.  My educator preparation modules were immediately put to the test.  Title 1, Special Education, the 504 Program, classroom, and discipline management were terms I had to meet head on from day one.  My position was also temporary, a 10 week contract.  While my official intern/mentor year would not begin until I was hired the next school year, I did have a constant stream of district and school administrators come through my classroom those first few weeks.  All the attention I suppose, was to ensure neither the students nor I had resorted to violence, and to provide constructive feedback on my teaching methods.  This would be a short and unhappy story had my contract not been renewed in May.  Fortunately, I was rehired and successfully completed my internship, the state mandated professional roles and responsibilities test, and certification in mathematics, ultimately receiving a standard certification in July of 2005 when my final check to ITEACHTEXAS cleared.  I received over 350 hours of professional development in my first 18 months as a teacher.  My professional development has included several out of area seminars, a corporate training class (Texas Instruments), various two and three day ESC classes, conferences and a convention.  All professional training offsite was fully funded by the district.  I have since received my English as a Second Language (ESL) supplementary certification.  I have been the Science/Math Academic UIL coach, the Crime Stoppers Sponsor, a new teacher mentor, and a leader in the Accelerated Schools process.  Needless to say, my teaching experience has been extremely positive and rewarding.  How did this happen?  I thought I was the worst-case scenario. 

THE KEY ELEMENTS

· Administrators - Education policy makers can do the most to ensure higher quality educators and higher quality education by training and trusting their administrative leadership to do their job.  By providing the skills and tools necessary to adequately staff and manage at the local level you will empower those most responsible to the school board, parents, and tax payers of a school district to ensure there is enough rubber when the tires hit the road.  Ultimately, the administration must bear the brunt of a failing system or the accolades of success.  Provide administrators the flexibility to sample a larger pool of highly literate prospective teachers, provide them the guidance and tools to adequately screen, and to assist in the training process of said candidates.  Funding for professional development cannot be overemphasized. 

· High Quality Teaching Candidates – Actively recruit teaching candidates from non-traditional fields.  This should be done at the local, state, and national level.  Programs like Troops To Teachers, Teach For America, and NU-TEACH in Chicago, are in the business of recruiting talent into the education system.  Often, financial assistance is readily available in the form of grants, loans, or scholarships through these institutions making the transition process that much easier for the career changer.

· The military retiree – As a military retiree I feel fully qualified to comment on the vast pool of relatively young professionals looking for rewarding careers each year.  Retiring Military Officers and many Senior Non-Commissioned Officers (NCO’s) hold one or more technical degrees making them excellent candidates for the math or science classroom.  The military consists of continuous cycles of training and operational duty with training comprising almost two-thirds of a career.  Significant schoolhouse expertise is constructed within each branch of the military including, curriculum drafting, instructor preparation, instructor duty, assessment, and evaluation.  The military has a constant stream of untrained 18 to 22 year olds requiring leadership, mentoring, and several courses of instruction prior to their first day on the job.  Most continuing education is performed within individual units or by military members assigned to specific schools.  Officers and NCO’s manage and teach these programs continuously in one form or another throughout their careers.  Most military members will arrive at the door of public education with a great deal of classroom experience.    

· Flexible, user-friendly ACP’s – Treat second career professionals professionally.  Offer education courseware with flexible enough schedules that they can be successfully completed during evening or weekend hours (online systems are perfect.)  Be cognizant of the interpersonal, organizational, management, and leadership skills career changers bring with them.  Be aware of their maturity level and that the ability/motivation to absorb and process new material is much different from that of an 18 to 22 year old college student.  Be conscious of the fact that their career decision is based on many years of real-world experience and that the second career professional understands the vital importance of producing high quality products in a much more pragmatic manner than do many professional educators.  The process required to bring an 18 year old into the classroom should not be the same one that is required to prepare a second career professional for the same role.  
· I am happy to report that three years later the number of ACP’s available in South Texas that would have worked for my situation has quadrupled from one in 2003 to four in 2006, significant progress from my perspective. [4]    
CONCLUSION


Second career professionals often find the route to the rewarding world of teaching strewn with bureaucratic pitfalls.  The second career professional may find many of the procedures and policies of the various certification processes so onerous that they will forgo the opportunity entirely.  The public education system cannot afford to lose the tremendous experience, personal skills, and real world credibility a second career professional can contribute.  Alternative certification programs must be made as flexible and attractive as possible.  Second career professionals must be actively recruited into our education system.  
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